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PART I


CHAPTER 1



I’m stolen from dreams of angels.

“Easy, Kara. Easy. The cryo-shock will wear off,” a man’s voice… sounds like it’s coming from underwater as I swim back down a tunnel of light. Is this the academy? Have I just come out of psychosurgery again? All emotions feel muted, it must be…

Drag one shuddering breath in, my throat itching and stinging from where I’ve been intubated. No—place and time snap back into focus—not navigator conditioning. That’s a distant bad memory.

Coughing, I rasp blue phlegm onto the warming deckplate beneath my feet—speckles of my blood lie plain against the dull grey metal. This is how it feels to be resurrected—being revived from a frozen grave, memories of life flooding into the hollow void and bringing identity back.

“Zed?” I ask. “How come you woke first?” The details click together as the last of the cold-sleep tranq—DreamSafeTM, nothing less than the best—wears off and the triple cocktail of synth-amines he’d shot right into my carotid artery lights up my brain like a supernova. Everything takes on a crystal clarity, and the faintest tickle of air moving over my skin sets my nerves sparking.

He takes me by the shoulder, squeezing gently. The heat of his hand, its strength, sets a shockwave racing from the point of contact all through my body. “You told me you’d programmed in a surprise, remember? Or did you mean something else?”

The heartrush of the stimulants pushes through the haze and drives out everything but the animal. Pressing against him, my mouth seeks his. Ignore the taste of the cold-sleep chems on his breath. Seize life. The kiss makes my chest tighten with a flush of adrenaline—and warmer hormones. But I’ve crested the wave of the stims and begun the crash back down, so nausea and a bone-deep ache begin to show through. I pull back to catch my breath.

“Waking out of sequence wasn’t meant to be the surprise. Thought I’d synced us better than that.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter now,” Zed says. “So long as you can hack the records, we’re in the clear.”

“Zed, baby, even you could do it.”

Can’t help but laugh and touch his face, not even the shadow of approaching pain able to blunt the sheer animal joy of being alive. I’m still reveling in sensation. Makes me want to drag him over to the revival couch right now but there’s that edge of nausea building. And he’s right. The sooner we cover our tracks the better.

Can’t deny there’s a thrill at the hunger in his eyes as I walk to the simple greenlit terminal of the medicomp. He’s so easy to toy with.

“How far along are we, anyway?”

“Still just short of the midpoint,” I say, not looking up from the screen. “Something like eighteen-point-seven years out, objective time.”

“What’s that subjective?” Zed asks, leaning in the hatchway while I fish a link-key out of my wearall’s thigh pocket.

“Assuming we reach maximum safe speed within a day or so that’ll take us another eight-point-four-four years to reach Gliese 892. Factor in deceleration and we’re looking at another eleven-and-a-quarter-years flight time.”

“Eleven, subjective time?”

“Yeah, subjective.” First: slide key into medicomp. Second: trigger QI upload.

“And you did that calculation in your head?” He shakes his own, whistling softly.

“That’s why I’m ship’s navigator, baby.” He doesn’t understand. And what they did to me so I can calculate astronomical equations at speeds close to that of a computer is none of his business.

He grunts. “Don’t remind me, ain’t supposed to fraternize.”

What he means is the Spacer’s Union would see it as a betrayal of its principles and blackball him, maybe bust a kneecap. Nothing compared to the fun I’d face. But, you know, risks make life worth living. And I need him.

“Come on. Let’s do what we planned, then we go somewhere and get on with a little more of that ‘fraternizing’ you’ve been promising me.”

Stretching out the stiffness, my joints pop and crackle. One of the problems with lying in cold-sleep: you wake up feeling like arthritis has set in. With the synthetic dopamine and endorphins fading, I’d probably just want to curl up somewhere but good old synth-phenethylamine’s still getting me going. A few seconds more for the upload of the quasi-intelligent virus to the ship’s system to finish.

Speaking of risks, getting caught with QI tech would see me court-martialed and spaced before any appeal notice could reach Earth. But this gig is worth it; it’s not for the thrill, it’s for what the payoff will get me.

Upload complete. And the ship’s systems stop registering our unscheduled revival.

A quick check back through the records shows all evidence of disruption to the normal cold-sleep routine has been erased. My little QI viral hitchhiker is back safe in the link-key, its work done for now. Of course, a full virtual forensic check, stripping away every level of the programming and examining the source code, will make my tampering as obvious as a cometary impact. But the QI virus has laid the same evidence trail to each of the eighteen crew, four officers, and one hundred thousand passengers on board.

If you can’t hide your crime, make sure the evidence points to someone else. Better yet, everyone else.

For now, we’re ghosts aboard a sleeping ship.

“I’m done,” I say, withdrawing the link-key with its QI hitchhiker asleep once more.

Have to ditch the key as soon as I sterilize it, but the thing had cost me in risk, and new-Jiao, and the loss of face of being officer class dealing with a street-fixer like Stengler to get this gig. The cost makes the shard of crystal nanoprocessor not something you get rid of before the job is done.

“Impressed with yourself, ma’am?” Zed asks.

“Cut the chatter, Warrant Officer Hong.” I mean for it to come out with mock authority, but Zed squares up and salutes.

“Aye, ma’am!”

“You can stand to attention later.”

He relaxes. But it’s there, in his eyes. We might joke about it, we might, as he put it, “fraternize” but there will always be that gap between us. Officer class doesn’t mix with the ranks—no matter what feelings Zed evokes in me, he’s barely a step up from the street.
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Leaving the crew cold-sleep bay, we start down towards the cargo service area where the passengers were loaded from one of the many Earth-orbiting arrays and will be unloaded with even less ceremony at the colony drone-built dry-dock.

Normally, they’d get little more than a basic check-over of their systems before being stored in a cargo bay—no one important gives a shit about the increased risk of death in transit from such cursory measures. No change this time. Another milk-run. For us, anyway. For them, different story. Five percent “spoilage” is factored into every Corporate-sponsored stellar crossing. At least, these colonists are being sent out with a crew to up their chances of survival. Not like those poor bastards on the first-wave ships.

This is the second run I’ve been on with a cluster of VIPs on board. The bigshots have better facilities than the crew, for fuck’s sake. But it’s given us this opportunity. Our chance for a life-changing score.

Refocus. Air purification system is idling—it sets a hard limit on our active time.

“How long have we got for this, you know, before the deceleration phase kicks in and turns us to paste?” Zed asks.

He has got to be joking. “Better part of two days I’d guess before we’d have to suit up ’cause of the air. We don’t want to have to do that.”

“Sure, I get it—we’d have to use our own suits.”

“Precisely.”

“You could hack the records on all the crew suits.”

“Yeah, but come on, Zed, think about it. We’d limit the suspect pool to the crew roster; it’s not like passengers can access the voidsuits. Anyhow we’d have to purge the suits to hide the physical signs of usage, not to mention doing it to all the other suits so they’d all be the same. Don’t know about you but I don’t want to risk the captain spacing all non-essential crew and docking Charon herself. It’s not like she couldn’t. Not like she wouldn’t either.”

His eyes flash a bit wider. “You’d be alright. She’s got a soft spot for you.”

“Bullshit. That’s scuttlebutt, mister. She’s on her third husband.”

“Whatever. So… we got two days before the air starts getting thin.”

“No. Fuck it, Zed! Didn’t you pay any attention when we discussed this?”

“Kara, my mind might have been somewhere else—we were holed up in a room at YaoYao-san’s, remember?”

I remember.

A flea-bitten dive with flickering company holos out front sending their glare into the grubby room no matter how high we dial the windows’ opacity. Our sweat mingling and soaking through the sheets Zed had brought to cover the stained mattress. Leaving some part of us—of me—sunk into the mattress. Stray skin cells. More intimate essence. Evidence, maybe, particularly given the sudden prevalence of nanotech everywhere. Something which’d been a preserve of cutting-edge labs sixteen years before on my previous furlough Earthside.

A break in our sexual marathon to navigate the network of back alleys to Stengler’s lair. All the time, leaving a route the Company or the Interstellar Naval Corps might piece together. Hood obscuring my features, wearing a slum-rat disguise, padded here and there to change my profile and boots with one missing a heel to give me a limp. Paranoid? Not nearly enough. But maybe, if they ever looked, they’d only discover our liaison and not the thing with Stengler.

Zed navigating the street as if nothing had changed. Time doesn’t change its nature—dirty, dangerous, without a hope—even as the datastreams are filled with a blur of events, tech speak, and trends bearing almost no resemblance to the world left behind when I’d last shipped out. Leaving me with little notion of how the World now works outside the framework of the Service. But as it always had, as it always will, the training takes over. Lets me see past the irrelevant to those things which will never change—can never change.

Oh yes, Zed. I remember. The risk, meeting with him, even on leave. The thrill it gave me, still does give me, knowing if the captain finds out, she’ll ditch me as her XO and I’ll wash out of the service altogether. You didn’t cross the line with the crew and expect a career if anyone found out.

It tightens the tension in my relationship with Zed. He’ll always have something to hold over me, if ever our thing goes south. Worst he can expect might be a flogging. I’d lose a chance at the only thing I’ve ever dreamed about.

Still, those stolen hours had been worth it. If nothing else, the thrill of the forbidden made the sex primal, intense… breathtaking.

“OK, one more time. It’s not the lack of air. It’s that after two days we’ll have left enough of our own genetic markers in the air composition for an investigation to reveal the imbalance between our breath and that of the rest of the crew. Without air processing we’re stuck with the mixture we leave when we go back into cold-sleep. Same reason you can’t smoke. Changes the atmo mix too much.”

“But we’re not going to get squished by the deceleration?”

“No, forget the fucking deceleration.” A long sigh tears its way out of me despite my battle to hold it in. Fuck me, he’s dense.

I am not about to go over it with him yet again. We’ve reached optimum acceleration—it’s why we’ve got close to standard gravity right now—but it’ll slacken off to the zero point before we exceed the maximum safe velocity. Then at midpoint, reverse thrust will start slowing us at a deceleration curve from one g down to the limit of the ramscoop’s ability to gather fuel. Only when we’re in the Gliese 892 heliosphere will the fusion rockets fire. That’s what’d squash us. Not difficult to grasp now, is it?

“We won’t do the hard burn until we’re almost there, for fuck’s sake, Zed.”

“I don’t get it.” Of course he doesn’t. “So we’ll keep pushing all the way?”

“No.” I wipe my hands over my eyes, ignoring the edges of my comedown headache from the synthphenethylamine, and slow my words as if speaking to a stupid child. Well, he is a wrench-monkey after all. “We’ve nearly reached our maximum safe speed. The energy cost of generating a strong enough magnetic cowl to travel beyond it is unnecessary and it’d shave only a month or two off our crossing time. So what would be the point of wasting reactor fuel? It’s expensive stuff.”

“You sound like a fucking Corporate now,” Zed growls, nudging the door release to the VIP lounge with his elbow.

“Screw you. You wanted in on this and now you’re getting nervous.”

Now I’ve done it. Flash of temper in his eyes; his male pride’s been wounded and now he’ll have to assert some kind of dominance over me—rank or no rank. It’s all you can expect from a lowbrow gorilla like Zed.

“You listen to me…” he shouts as the door slides open.

Whatever it is I’m supposed to listen to stops mattering as we take in the scene in front of us. Two caskets open. The occupant of one missing but the other still there—wouldn’t be going anywhere ever again.

“What the unholy fuck…” I breathe, adrenaline picking up where the stimulants left off.

The woman must have been about thirty-two years old, subjective. She’d been beautiful in life with honed features—classic North African, I’d say—probably gen-hanced but physically perfect, nonetheless. The amount of new-jiao it’d cost to look so good would cost me a lifetime’s salary and then some. But beauty means nothing on a corpse.

Her throat’s been torn out. Blood streaks the VIP casket’s pristine white ceramic shell. Crimson handprints mark the controls and edges of the casket’s lid. Bright red spray mars the shining surface of the nearest casket and trickles down across its viewport. The deckplate’s smeared here and there, but the marks aren’t clear enough to make out any footprints.

“No one else in here,” Zed says.

While I’ve been gawping at the corpse, he’s secured the room. There’s more to him than being a reliable bit of rough. It’s become too easy to dismiss him—the man is capable enough.

“I don’t understand. How could one of the passengers get out of storage?” I ask.

“Look at the casket,” Zed says. “Why’s it still registering an occupant?”

Being careful not to step in any blood, I get closer to her. What strikes me is the way the arcs of blood paint the VIP bay looks like something out of an anti-Ares Cult propaganda piece. The sacrifice of innocent beauty to sate the spirit of Mars. Kind of thing we’d only caught rumors of my first time shipping out. Then the newsfeeds had become more and more clogged with hysteria with every return to Earth. That and the usual. War. War threatening everywhere. Makes me think of my brother and hope he isn’t—wait, decades have passed—wasn’t on the frontline.

I drag my mind back from the futureshock and my eyes from the corpse. Getting lost in the past is a sure-fire way to get killed in the here and now. The monitor on the empty casket is still showing a green line with the occasional spike and wobble which indicate the viability of a body in cold-sleep. The trace says this flesh can be revived—no ischemic damage. But the damn thing’s empty.

Can’t help but look at her savaged body again. Blood is fresh, still dripping from her gaping throat, and trickling down the surfaces it had spurted over. Staring into the hole in her throat—the white of bone reveals itself. I turn away, fighting back my rising gorge. Whoever’d done it had been brutal. Yet, they’d left no trail on the deck—they’d shown some care. I find myself checking over my shoulder, feeling like prey. Fear is a distraction; survival is about staying focused.

Her casket, like the empty one, displays a continuous viable reading, similar to the other’s but different enough to look unique. Reviving the dead might be situation normal when bringing a “sleeper” out of cold-sleep but not when they’ve been ripped up like this. There’s no scientific sorcery that can breathe life into her again.

“We are in the shit,” Zed says.

“Fucking understatement. Look, seal the hatch behind us while I think.”

“But what about…”

“No. Do as I tell you. I need to think this through. First things first—whoever did this is outside this room, so we’re safe in here, for now at least.”

“Aye, ma’am,” Zed says. His sullen tone tells me he’s going to be difficult to get back on side when this crisis is over, but he has his weak spots. There are ways around a fragile male ego.

I try to focus, to work out what’s going on. It clearly isn’t linked to the Ares Cult—those maniacs would’ve stuck around to skin her. Probably still be sitting here frothing with religious fervor. And where maybe someone who’d lived through the propaganda about them might hold them to be a greater threat, the time lost to each journey between the stars leaves me unable to shake off the feeling they’re too small-time to get on board and do shit like this.

So what? An assassination on a vessel in mid-stellar transit? I’ve heard of Corporations sabotaging crossings to eliminate a rival exec but that’s a rare thing. It causes reciprocal actions and those are bad for the bottom line.

There are maybe a couple of thousand radical groups operating with varying degrees of Corporate sponsorship but for the same reasons they tend to be kept on a tight leash. Which leaves a member of one of the rare independent groups or someone who’d wanted to murder this woman for personal reasons.

Shit.

Security isn’t in my job description but I’m not going to defrost M’Benga to have her investigate this for me. She’d go blabbing to the Captain, anyway—any chance to screw me and climb another notch up the pole.

“Zed, listen to me,” I say, as my tumbling thoughts come to rest on an idea. “We’ve got time to get what we came for. So long as our missing passenger isn’t off to sabotage the whole ship there’s an easy way round this.”

“Yeah, like what?”

“We go back to the crew quarters, set the QI virus to trigger a security alert in say ten minutes and then go back into cold-sleep.” A shudder runs through me as it always does whenever thoughts of entering cold-sleep play across my mind. The things you see as it happens. The emptiness which follows. Ten minutes or a thousand years is about as appealing. I catch Zed’s questioning look. “We’ll be triggered after M’Benga and the Captain, so it should cover up the fact we’ve woken once already.”

He’s shaking his head. “What if this crazy motherfucker comes in and murders us during those ten minutes, Kara? Huh? The guy’s fucking space-happy. Look what he did to that poor bitch.”

“Respect, Zed. Show her some respect. Now, listen up. We’re going to miss out on our private time, but other than that, this can all go off as planned. No way once we’re in the crew section the killer can get in, not in such a short time. Door will be on security lockdown the moment we step through it.”

He shakes his head again, patting down his wearall until he finds his tabac. “Thought you were supposed to be the brains.” He fumbles a red-end into his mouth with a wavering hand, starts shake-charging his kine lighter.

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I ask, snatching the cigarette from his lips and crushing it. “Air composition, remember?”

He frowns. “Huh, yeah. Anyways, don’t you get it? Whoever done this has got to have a QI virus of their own. Only way they’d be able to get out of suspension to do this. And faking the medi-readout on two caskets? Serious tech-heavy shit. Take a look around at all these other frozen assholes. Whoever it is, they’ve got enough new-jiao to get the top-of-the-line shit that’ll walk all over the amateur-hour crap we picked up. Ten minutes? We go under, we’re under forever.”

Can’t deny he’s making sense. I won’t underestimate him again. Well… I’ll try not to.

“OK, OK. Fuck. So we’ve got to get this guy.”

“No shit we got to get him. But what do you want to use? Harsh language? Not exactly tooled up here, are we? Case you ain’t noticed.”

“I’ll use the virus on the armory. Easy as a lunar run.”

“Got any idea how many people have died on lunar runs? Besides, won’t accessing the armory trigger one of those security alerts? It’s hardwired or something.”

“Shit.” I run a hand through my hair, a shower would feel so good. “You’re right. Ok. So we can get the engineering tools and use those. There has to be a laser torch…”

“Useless—too short range.” He rubs his chin. “Now, if he was wearing a voidsuit, it’d be worth it.”

“…or bulkhead shears.”

“Even worse, yeah. And who the fuck you think’s going to hold him down while the other one uses the shears? Kara, the only tools worth using are down in the engineering section of the cargo bay. We’ve either got to suit up or else pressurize the bay.”

“We do that, this guy can hide for as long as he likes. We’d never find him among a hundred-thousand caskets.”

A loud, hollow banging sounds through the ship. We both fall silent.

“What the fuck was that?”

“Shh, listen.”

A slow metallic creaking noise which lasts while we stand paralyzed by shock and indecision. Then it cuts off, leaving only the beating of my heart and my own and Zed’s rapid breathing.

“Look we drive him deep enough in and he’s fucked. Second we start high-g deceleration he’ll be pancaked without the protection of a casket.”

I sigh and shake my head. “That’s years from now, remember?”

“Yeah, OK.” Concern flashes across Zed’s hard face. “Hey, he’s not our guy, is he?”

“No, that’s Dmitrios—he’s still in his casket over there. We’re assuming this passenger is male but if our murderer’s got a QI virus they could be anyone. Fuck, they could even be a goddamned naukara.”

“No way could one of those cyborg monsters get on board, even in a casket, without nobody seeing. Think about it. You ever seen one?”

“Just the once. Bodyguard to protect some corporate muckety-muck from a rival’s wetwork team.”

“Those mechanical fuckers ain’t exactly small.” He says, still fiddling with his lighter.

“You’re right, it’d never fit into a casket. So what? ITF assassin?”

“Maybe. I heard rumors they’re almost as tough as a naukara but still look normal.”

“So it could still be a man or woman.”

“Yeah.” He tucks his lighter away. “We’re in the shit.”

“So you keep saying. Calm down. We’ve still got options. Let’s get what we came for and then work out a way to deal with whoever’s out there.”

I go over to the casket holding our mark. Dmitrios Yang-Sung. Big-time player in a United American/Panasian conglomerate. N-Stellar—word is it’s a front for Sevran Corp to dodge UNWG regs. Him being here kind of proves it. Whatever he’d done to deserve a trip into the black to some barely viable mudball in one of the closer Cassiopeian star systems is none of my concern. Who gives a damn with a paycheck this big?

Stengler had told us Dmitrios was bringing his own private narc-synthesizer with him. No surprise some corporate big-dick would travel with a pharmacopeia, even while in disgrace. One simple chip would let him use a colony reprocessor to manufacture his drugs of choice from whatever recipes it has stored on it. Stengler said the chip holds all the latest Sevran Corp narcs and synth versions of the classics. Let you get yourself some synth-H or Blue-sky poly-fucking-metamine with equal ease. Raises the value even closer to the stars. Positively astronomical at street value.

“He got it?” Zed asks from the door. He’d dropped down to press an ear to the deck in front of it, but now stands and turns to watch me.

“I’ll know in a moment.”

Pull on gloves, ease casket’s control panel open, and insert link-key.

Moments later the QI virus is done with its work and all security options lie wide open. I mute the alarms, pop the casket open, and hold my breath as a flood of fog spills from within. I know what’s really happening—you don’t go through officer flight school without getting extensive training in the sciences, but it’s hard to accept I’m seeing the moisture from the air condensing as it hits the supercooled contents of the casket instead of some freezing gas pouring out.

“Hurry it up! Don’t want to kill him,” Zed says from the door. He doesn’t mean kill him. I mean, he’s already dead. But caught in a frozen limbo. Zed, like most of the ranks don’t like to face up to the reality—you go in the tube and it kills you. If You’re lucky it can bring you back. Don’t blame him, but what I’m worried about is spoilage. Ischemic damage. Med stuff I know is important, even if I know less about it than Zed knows about astrodynamics.

“I’m sure he’d be touched by your concern, now shut up and let me do what we came here for.”

The body’s developing a layer of rime—we are running out of time. Wasting none of it, I crack open the pouch strapped to the belt of the mark’s cold-sleep suit. It crackles under my gloved fingertips. Despite the insulation of my wearall, cold bites into my flesh. Inside the pouch is one of the new headset hubs they’d been trying to hawk on every media-vector back on Earth and another device, little more than a small black square. I ease it out with exaggerated care—it’ll set me up for life—and replace it with a near identical square Stengler gave us before we left Earth.

Any moment now the medi-readout on the casket’s lid is going to start flashing a red viability warning. I slam the lid back down and re-engage the coolant system. The readout stays green. Hold your breath. Wait for the trace to nose-dive. This is the worst part. It’ll all go wrong if the corporate fuck spoils.

“He gonna make it?” Zed asks.

“Stengler told us this sort of thing’s been done before.”

“What, robbing Corporates in cold-sleep?”

“Yeah.” Can’t take my eyes off the readout. Steady. Green. “Stealing genetic codes to clone them and use for espionage, wetwork, those kinds of things.”

“How the fuck would a back-alley fixer like Stengler know shit like that?”

“How did he know about this chip? Why should we care, so long as he holds up his end and we get our payday?”

“Some good it will do us now.”

“Having second thoughts?” I ask, still unable to take my eyes off the trace.

If Zed’s getting shaky on me, something’ll need to be done about him. The affair was—is—good fun, it scratched an itch and it’s one that still tingles but I need to be able to trust him. And no amount of satisfaction’s worth putting my life on the line.

“No, just wondering how we’re ever going to spend the new-jiao we’ll make from this.”

“Slowly. Like we planned. You retire from the service after this trip; I’ll blow my next psych assessment and get discharged. It can be done.” He doesn’t need to know my real aim. You’ve got to keep that kind of ambition to yourself. And now the key’s in my hand.

Buying a Captaincy of a ship, not one hauling cargo—of the human or any other kind—isn’t the dream. The dream is buying the Captaincy of an Explorer. One of the few manned interstellar rovers charting new worlds.

Where does that desire come from? I don’t know.

As a kid, I demonstrated a knack for mathematics. Not as in I was counting early, but in the sense I was doing differential calculus while my kindergarten friends were learning that two apples and another two apples equal four.

Some psychometric test examined the three angles of my intellect. What they call visual intelligence is something I’m alright at, rating above average. Nothing special. Abstract reasoning, well, my score there puts me in the top ten percent. But mathematical? Top point-zero-zero-one percent.

What the hell has that got to do with space? Why am I not hotlined into a research facility doing high-end equations? Because the Corporate AI can do everything I can but a thousand times faster. And AIs are far too valuable to be sent into space. The real ones don’t arise from any predictable process. They evolve out of data like one of Dawkins’ Memes, not like the early efforts of railroading them into existence with neuroscience. But how they’re “born” makes them dangerous.

Besides, deep space exploration or colonization doesn’t really need an AI. Imagine it deciding the mission is tedious or illogical and looking for something else to do. Got it? Not a pretty picture. Yeah anyway, so every ship they sent out gets a midline computer stripped of anything fancy and given over to mission critical tasks only. If it fails?

Human backup.

The hundredth of a percent of the population who might once have made mathematics professors become navigators. Our natural talents with numbers honed by special training. Deep reprogramming and rewiring of our minds at the unconscious and subconscious levels. Whoopty-fucking-doo. According to the other cadets at the Academy, it’d made me as cold as a walking calculator but despite that, or maybe because of it, I need to find meaning beyond numbers.

I need to matter.

They named the cities on the Moon “Armstrong” and “Aldrin.” They’ll name the first city on the mudball orbiting Gliese 892 “Sheng-Li”. Where will be named “Rozanski”?

Three minutes and the medi-readout is still settled in a consistent green trace. Minor wobble, occasional spike. Enough watching and waiting. The casket will flush the frost from its sleeping occupant and the only sign of our tampering will be the blank chip and the data record on the casket itself.

When the man in the casket tries to process some narcs, he’ll be stuck on a shithole colony world lightyears from Earth and so far down the food chain no one will ever give a shit. Set the QI virus to wipe the casket’s log and reset it at journey start point plus flight time elapsed—job done. Not a perfect cover but by the time any complaint could reach earth, the casket log will have been downloaded and its memory wiped anyway—so long as the occupant doesn’t spoil. At worst, an investigation at that stage would prove inconclusive—I hope.

“Got it,” I say, blowing out the breath I’ve been holding.

“Fucking A. Now all we got to do is deal with this shāshǒu.”

“What?” I don’t speak Cantonese, even the street-level mangle Zed was using.

“Psycho.”

“Uh-huh. Let’s stash the chip first. Last thing we need is to lose it or damage it while we’re playing hide and seek.”

“OK. Follow me,” Zed says. He’s picked up a coffee jug—chromed steel, of course—from where it’d been magnetically stowed in the VIP lounge.

“What are you going to do with that, pour a latte for our psycho?” I ask.

“Hey, it’s the closest thing we’ve got to a weapon at the moment,” Zed says.

“I’ve an idea about that. We should be able to use one of the bulkhead rivet guns, shouldn’t we? The bolts they fire won’t go very far but if you stapled someone with one, it’d end a fight pretty quick.”

“Maybe. Those things are big and slow, I’d basically have to hold it to our fucking psycho-killer’s head to use it. What’s he going to be doing? Chewing at my neck, that’s what.”

“You think that’s how he killed her?” I ask, giving in to the assumption of gender.

“Looked like bite marks to me.”

I don’t press Zed on it. He’d come up from the streets and though he’d not lived as a cutter, he’d seen more of the filthy underside of life than I ever would. Probably eaten gong-chai “chicken” on a daily basis and I don’t doubt he’d seen some sickos going after long pig. The rats you can understand but eating people? It makes me glad I’d grown up in a high-riser, safe from the constant murderfest raging below. Never really thought about it before but while shipboard life has a feeling of familiarity for me—so close to the controlled existence of my childhood and early teens—for Zed it must represent an escape from a short and brutal life, scrabbling for scraps of food and whatever narcs might dull the horror.

“You think maybe we got this wrong?” Zed asks. “Somehow triggered these two caskets and the missing guy just went schizoid on us?”

“Schizoid?” I sneer. “Is that your medical assessment, Dr Freud?”

“What?” Zed says. “I’m serious. Haven’t you heard the stories about travelers who redline in cold-sleep but revive when they’re thawed out? They’re never the same. I heard some go loco—start attacking everyone in sight. Others, they go all quiet and withdrawn then do something suicidal like try and sabotage their vessel’s engines.”

“Such typical spacer bullshit. Thought you were savvier than to buy into that nonsense, Zed.”

“Think about it. Whoever this passenger is, you really think they loaded him into his casket frothing at the mouth and ready to tear some woman’s throat out?”

I shake my head, it’s not hard to see where he’s going with this.

Zed’s eyes are wild, roving around the room, “If this was some assassin, even some fucked up naukara machine man or an ITF Ghostface, don’t you think they’d have been a bit more subtle than chowing down on her neck?”

His voice reverberates within the confines of the VIP casket bay. Here where there are only frozen bodies and me, it doesn’t matter. But some sounds travel easily through a vessel’s bulkheads. Even in a cavernous bulk hauler like SCCSV Charon, his words might echo in other parts of the ship.

I step close to him and lay one finger over his lips, stilling them. Lean in and kiss him. The hard, meaningful kiss saved for showing him who’s dominant in whatever bunk we might share. Now, it serves to curb the tide of panic rising in him. He resists at first, shoulders stiff and mouth locked closed, but then his lips part and the kiss becomes real. His arms come up around me and the shaking in them subsides. Slowly, aching, I pull back.

“We’re calm,” I say. “We’ve got to be. Whatever’s going on, we both know what’s real and what’s not.” I bang a fist on the edge of the nearest casket. “Technology, not conspiracy theories or ghost stories. OK?”

“But what if…”

“No. Stop. We don’t have time for endless speculation. Check me over. I don’t have any blood on me, do I?”

“You’re clear.”

“Good.” I look him up and down. “So are you. We’re going to hide our payday, and then we’re going to put out this fire.”

“How?”

“Easy. The idea of trapping him deep in the ship and letting g-forces pancake him is a bust, same with starving him out. If he’s got a QI virus, he’d go ahead and hack another casket.”

“You just said it’d be easy.”

“Yeah, it is. All we have to do is use our brains. So we get on the thermal scanners to locate the escaped passenger and seal him in wherever he is. Then we find a way to set atmosphere cycling to suck the oxygen out of that part of the ship, pump in some CO2 and it’s over.”

“Not sure it’s possible but even if it is, won’t it leave a record?”

“Baby, how could we cover up what’s happened here?” I ask, see him start to answer, and cut him off. “Let’s get real. All we can do is hide our involvement. Treat this as a perfect opportunity and use it to our advantage. Everything our virus has done can be laid at our wakeful passenger’s door.”

Zed sighs. The wildness has gone from his eyes but there’s still the edge of something in his expression. He’s screwing down hard on his fear, but it’s there.

I’ve seen this before. My first trip into the black, I’d been paired with another ensign, fresh out of training. There’d been a problem with our drive which threatened to leave the hauler overshooting its destination by half a light year. Not a disaster but cutting close to it—fusion rocket fuel reserves didn’t allow leeway. She’d started cracking under the pressure, finally ending up sedated and stuffed back in the freezer. Right before she’d gone space-happy, tearing at her hair and screaming, her eyes had held the look that’s in Zed’s right now. Close to the edge, looking over at the drop.

A hollow clang reverberates.

“What the fuck was that?” Zed whispers, looking at the bulkhead.

“He’s not sitting on his hands and waiting for us. Whoever it is, he’s up to something and you can bet it’s not making us a nice breakfast.”

Zed winces and looks over at the corpse of the woman behind us. “Did you have to?”

I huff a laugh and go to open the VIP bay door.

“What are you doing? Aren’t you going to check whether he’s out there?”

“And how am I supposed to do that, genius? Besides, he can’t be down in the ship clanging stuff around and outside the door, can he?”

“Well, I’d better go first, right?” Zed says, holding the coffee pot high.

“No, don’t want him dying with laughter,” I say, ignoring the frown that earns me. “Come on, it’s not far to the bridge.”


CHAPTER 2



Zed takes position behind me as we creep along the dim two hundred meters of corridor between the VIP boat and the forward compartment of the Charon. The lights remain in their power saving mode, mere lines of red at the corridor’s edges that shed barely enough illumination to stave off the dark. Halfway to the bulkhead door ahead of us, another metallic clanging echoes from the rear of the ship.

“Think he’s gonna mess with the fusion rockets?” Zed asks. “Or the ion drive?”

“Now there’s something real to worry about. We need to find this fucker and deal with him before he jeopardizes us all. The rockets or the drive… Could he overload them?” I ask.

“No. I mean, don’t see how he could get close enough without the radiation killing him. Er… I think, the amount of gamma rays and x-rays those suckers put out would cook even one of those cyborg soldiers in less time than we’ve been talking about it.”

“Yeah, but what about the fuel lines?”

“Er… maybe… I…”

I scowl. His eyes are wide. He should know all this without hesitation. But his panic’s coming up again. There has to be something to bring him round, and more than that, we have to know what risk having some space-happy bastard rattling around the engine compartment poses.

“You’re the technician, I’m the navigator. You know this. Tell me—fuel or coolant lines, could you get to either of them in-flight?”

“Coolant isn’t an issue. The rockets radiate most their heat directly into the void. Fuel…” Zed rubbed his forehead. “Maybe. Could burn off some of the H2 from the thrusters. Doubt it’d do enough damage unless we were really unlucky. Feeds to the fusion rockets? Buried a bit deeper, hard to get to but possible. No way to do it without killing himself though, that stuff would boil off real fast. Fill whatever compartment with fumes and suffocate him before he could override the bulkhead doors. That sort of leak would trigger a separate containment system—hardwired with no way to hack it via computer.”

“But it’d still kill the rest of us, right?”

“Maybe. Not quickly but we’d end up unable to slow down below the minimum velocity necessary for the ramscoop. Maybe we’d have some chance of changing course…”

“…so we could use gravitational braking or a slingshot return course.” I finish, nodding. “Not bad, warrant officer.”

“Unless he’s got a cutting torch. In which case…” Zed gestures with his hands, opening them and spreading them apart. “Boom.”

I punch in the code to open the command compartment, half expecting to come face to face with the killer’s bloodied visage. The door hisses but wouldn’t open.

“What now?” Zed asks.

“Door won’t release. Must be a pressure variance.”

“Atmo leak?”

“Maybe. Hold on. No, still showing pressure’s nominal in the crew lounge and command module.” I pump away at the manual door release and it opens a crack.

“Electrical systems failure, maybe? Could our schizoid killer be doing it?”

“Worry about that when we get in,” I say. “Don’t just stand there, help me with this. Any other time and I’d be writing you up for failing to maintain the manual backups; this crank is nearly seized up.”

“Hey, you have any idea how big this tub is?” he said. “As if I’ve got time to go around oiling the doors. Wait, what’s happening?”

Behind us the low-level lighting is going off, the line of light being swallowed by an advancing wave of darkness. The dull metallic clang comes again, no longer from elsewhere in the ship but closer. A pause and it sounds once more, echoing out of the darkness stalking towards us.

“Hurry the fuck up!” Zed hisses.

One more crank and the bulkhead door opens enough for me to squeeze through. In I wriggle and start cranking the release on the other side.

Another clang—this time near enough the sound beat upon my ears. The door shifts another couple of inches and Zed tries to push through. The light behind him blinks out with his head and most of his torso through.

“Aargh! Something’s got my arm. For fuck’s sake, help me!” He screams.

I let go of the crank and grab Zed, putting a foot up on the bulkhead and pulling him with all my strength. At first, it makes no difference, then the pressure releases and he falls through the door. I pound the emergency seal button on the door and it springs closed.

“Ten fingers, ten toes?” I ask, falling into spacer’s slang.

“Yeah,” Zed gasps. “Yeah, I think so. Shit, look at my fucking arm.”

There’s a growing dark stain of blood on his wearall’s right arm. The fabric is perforated. Carefully rolling up the sleeve reveals a puncture wound on his forearm, blood welling from it.

“Was that his nails?” I ask, adrenaline conjuring images of some feral looking colonist with claws for hands. Ridiculous.

“I don’t know. His teeth, I think. Fuck, am I going to bleed to death?”

“Steady, man, steady,” I say. “You’re not spraying blood everywhere. OK.”

There’s not much in the way of medical facilities here. Even the main medibay is utilitarian at best, equipped for cold-sleep revival more than triage—who needs better when most of the time the crew and passengers are frozen solid? Our medical officer Hiroki is thorough though. He’d stowed a small quantity of wound sealant, still in date. It’ll close the wound and stave off infection. I spray some into the wound and squeeze the edges together then spray the whole area. Zed sighs as the sealant numbs his skin.

“That’s better,” he said. “You think he’s got some kind of jaw augment? Poison?”

“Relax,” I say, injecting as much calm as I can into my voice. “Maybe he or she has got some modification, I mean it’d explain the strength and biting through your wearall, but poison? You aren’t flopping about on the deck, so I guess you’re not poisoned.”

“But what if…”

“Zed, stow it. We’re clear for now, but our unwanted passenger can still hurt us. We stick to the plan. Hide the chip then see if we can track him.”

Zed doesn’t answer but stands cradling his wounded arm even though the painkillers in the wound sealant must have anaesthetized the injury by now.

I go over to my cold-sleep casket. Crew privilege allows for storage of some personal effects inside—cigarettes mostly. I’ve never picked up the habit but most of the rest of the crew have, captain included. Why care about the health risk when corporate insurance covers anti-cancer shots every time crew medicals come around. When you’re getting a regular dose of cosmic radiation, even reduced by the Charon’s hull and magnetic cowl, what’s the added harm of a bit of tobacco? Not that anyone other than the captain can afford the real stuff—the rest lit up the synthetic shit. Tabac doesn’t smell the same but it all stinks, you know. Zed’s probably still itching for one. There won’t be any harm in it now but I’m not going to put up with the smell. Still, at
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